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ETHNOGRAPHY IN SOUTH AMERICA:
THE FIRST TWO HUNDRED YEARS

SABINE MACCORMACK

INTRODUCTION

The arrival of Europeans on the South American continent, and the wars
of conquest and journeys of exploration that soon followed, occasioned
much writing of diverse kinds. This chapter concerns the development
of European ideas about “Indians,” and some consequences of these
ideas. Rough-hewn narratives by soldiers, fortune hunters, and explorers
rub shoulders with historical works of sophistication and elegance. The
Spanish crown issued administrative questionnaires about South Ameri-
can peoples, their religions, governments, and regional histories, and also
about the continent’s geography, fauna, and flora, thereby generating
volumes of responses by colonial officials. Systematic lexical and gram-
matical studies of Amerindian languages written for and by missionaries
can be supplemented by less learned but often valuable observations of a
more casual nature. In addition, there are maps and itineraries, letters
and lawsuits. Beyond all that, a voluminous literature soon came into
existence in Europe to rearrange and reinterpret data found in eyewit-
nesses’ original writings with a view to European tastes and predilections.
And finally, there also exists a small but precious corpus of writings by
Amerindians, recording how those who were at home on the continent
perceived the destruction of much of their world and the transformation
of what remained within the framework of foreign-created institutions.
Even so, however much we propose to focus on the cultures and
histories of the native peoples of the Americas, it is impossible to get
away from the productions of foreigners: Spaniards and Portuguese,
Germans, Iralians, Frenchmen, and Englishmen who wrote down their
experiences of the newly discovered continent. Even as writing took
place, writing supplanted, and as a result destroyed, alternative, indige-

96

_

//_

7

7

7

i

_

7
7

7

7
i

_

ot

io de Janeiro

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

Early Colonial Theaters
of Writing About
Indigenous Peaples
E= Chinchasuyo of the Inka Empire
i Condesuyo of the Inka Empire
I Andesuyo of the Inka Empire
Collasuyo of the Inka Empire

[:] Araucanians

5@:@% Guarani Indians

] Tupinamba Indians and related
Tupian peoples

Bl Curibs-Acawaks

7] Chibehas




98 Javine MaclL.ormack

nous methods of handling and preserving information. Writing was a
tool of the invaders, an instrument to organize and control subject
populations, preserving, for the most part, only those aspects of their
cultures, religions, and historical memories that were meaningful in the
new colonial context. But that is not the whole story. For, as a tool,
writing was in some respect neutral. Just as in carly medieval Europe, it
had been monks and other ecclesiastics who preserved within their Chris-
dan and Latin literary culture certain fragments, and sometimes more
than fragments, of the Germanic cultures that Christianity destroyed or
modified, so also in the Americas. Furthermore, a written text, once it
leaves the writer’s hands, acquires a certain autonomy because the con-
texts within which, and reasons for which, it will be read are inevitably
independent of whatever a writer might have hoped for or intended. And
finally, from the sixteenth century onward, writing has been and contin-
ues to be used by native Americans irrespective of what the many new-
comers to the continent might say. In short, the plethora of voices that
comes to us from sixteenth- and seventeenth-century South America does
not sound a uniform melody, or even a coordinated set of themes.
Instead, confusions of the moment, uncertainties in the writer’s mind,
arguments lefc pending or incomplete, all conspire to afford many a
surprising glimpse of the continent’s indigenous peoples, of their actions
and words, their feelings and ideas.

Wich all that, we must understand that the South American continent
as conceprualized by Europeans (see Map 2.1) was a very different entity
from what the peoples who had lived there for millennia perceived. For
the latter, the continent was experienced from within, and its land,
however distant most parts of it were from the intimate and familiar
world of any given observer, formed a continuous whole. In 1527, the
Quirandfes Indians on the Parand River were thus able to inform a
Spaniard that they had heard about the cbb and flow of the Pacific
Ocean. But it was not only by hearsay that the continent as such was
known to its inhabitants. Consider the following events. In about 1522,
the Inka ruler Huayna Cépac, who was at the time in Quito, received
information that the heavily garrisoned and fortified stronghold of Cuz-
cotuyo in Charcas on the southeastern frontier of his empire had been
captured by a nation whom the Inkas called Chiriguanos. The Inka sent
one of his captains with an army, and for the time being, the disaster
was remedied. It was, however, no isolated occurrence, for in 1549 a
group of 300 Indians from Brazil who belonged to a group that was
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distantly related to the Chiriguano arrived in Chachapoyas in northeast
Peru and told a story that caused considerable astonishment. They were
the remnant of a host of some 12,000 persons who had set out ten years
earlier under a religious leader who promised that at the end of their
migration they would come to a land “of immortality and perpetual
rest,” a land without evil. By this time, the Portuguese were systemati-
cally occupying the Atlantic coast of Brazil and were organizing it into
military and administrative districts, while the Inka empire was already
in the course of being transformed into the Spanish viceroyalty of Peru.
But the eastern slopes of the Andes, and the vast river valleys of the
Amazon, the Orinoco, and the Rio de la Plata with their many tributar-
ies, remained largely inaccessible to Europeans. As a result, the long
migrations, of which the destruction of the fortress of Cuzcotuyo and
the arrival of the 300 “Brazilians” in Chachapoyas were distant reverber-
ations, remained essentially unintelligible to them. By contrast Europe-
ans, viewing the continent from the coasts inward, perceived it as novel
and unitary. Also, they saw it not as lands that had been experienced
over time and that could be traversed from one end to the other, but as
lands capable of being rendered accessible only with difficulty and from
a handful of heavily guarded sites, most of which were on the coast.
This reality is plain to see on all the carly maps of South America,
which provide much information about coastal regions and much less
about the interior. Geographical expertise, or the absence of it, in turn
conditioned what Europeans were able to learn about the people who
inhabited the continent, how they came by their information, and how
they organized it. Francisco Lopez de Gémara, whose extremely influen-
tial and often-translated History of the New World was published in 1553,
opened his work with a description of the coastlines of the Americas,
beginning in the northeast with Greenland and Labrador, going to the
Strait of Magellan and continuing northward along the Pacific coastline
as far as California. Gémara collected this information from “the maps
of the King’s cosmographers” and used it as a framework within which
to organize his history. Gonzalo Fernindez de Oviedo, author of a history
of the Americas in fifty books that are a veritable treasure trove of
important information of all kinds, also circumnavigated, as it were, the
South American continent in his narrative. Here, a loosely organized
order of events in rough chronological sequence follows first the Adantic
coast and then the Pacific coast of South America, with the Strait of
Magellan serving as a geographical matrix. It was not until the mid—
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